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Introduction 
In 2016, the world mourned the loss of a number of famous people who had been of cultural 
significance across national and generational boundaries, beginning with David Bowie, and 
then a little later Prince, George Michael, and Leonard Cohen; Alan Rickman, Gene Wilder 
and Carrie Fisher; and Muhammad Ali. Each of these deaths not only heralded intense 
affective and discursive activity on social media of the kind associated with public mourning, 
but they also enfolded ordinary users’ biographies into public expressions of memory, or 
provoked adjunctive conversations about other topics. To make sense of the patterns of 
mourning and memorialisation around these deaths, in this chapter we first establish a 
position on the uses of celebrity in popular culture. We revisit the literature on the cultural 
uses of celebrity, especially in everyday life. We trace the transformations of celebrity in 
digital culture, before focusing on celebrity deaths understood as media events, and proposing 
the idea of the social media ritual as a way to describe the communicative activity that 
surrounds these events. We focus particularly on the Twitter activity surrounding Bowie’s 
death, treating it as a paradigmatic example.  
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We show that there are considerable historical continuities between the pre-broadcast, 
broadcast and social media-dominated eras in the cultural uses of celebrity, both in everyday 
life and in public culture. However, the networked characteristics and personal–public 
convergences of social media have intensified the articulation between personal sense-
making and public culture, as well as the sense of intimacy between celebrities and ordinary 
people, and among participants in the social media rituals surrounding the deaths of these 
celebrities. At the same time as the deaths of stars provoke personal nostalgia and grief, they 
prompt public memorialisation and debate about the nature and value of mediatised celebrity 
itself, and—very reflexively—on the role of social media in these phenomena.  
 
The ‘tight embrace of fame and death’: celebrity, death, and mourning in history  
The celebrity death as highly mediated public event is largely a 20th and 21st century 
phenomenon. From Rudolph Valentino’s death in 1926 to Princess Diana’s in 1997, and, in 
the social media era, from Michael Jackson’s death in 2009 (which famously tested Twitter’s 
capacity) to those of Robin Williams and Leonard Nimoy in 2014–2015, and to the 
remarkable spate of high-profile deaths in 2016, the event-like nature of the celebrity death 
has also drawn attention to the particular mass and public mourning practices that attend the 
deaths of famous people.  
 
But the cultural and affective connections between fame and death go back much further than 
this. As cultural historian Leo Braudy argues, celebrity and fame have, ‘from the start [...] 
existed at the crossroads of contradictions, in particular the line between life and death’ 
(2005, p. 80). In his seminal work on the history of fame, The Frenzy of Renown, Braudy 
writes of the ‘tight embrace of fame and death’ (Braudy, 1997, p. 497), and their shifting 
relations across time. Braudy points to Petrarch’s 14th-century collection of allegorical 
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poems The Triumphs (Trionfi) as marking an important turning-point in conceptualising fame 
and its relationship to death. Written by the poet laureate, an ‘international celebrity, famous 
for being famous’ (Boswell & Braden 2012, p. 2), Petrarch’s Triumphs provide a celebrity 
commentary on the nature and function of fame and speak to its inherently mediated nature. 
In the Triumphs, Fame takes its place among successive triumphs—Love, Chastity, Death, 
Fame, Time, and Eternity—each of which conquers the one that precedes it. Here Petrarch 
revisions fame as immortality beyond death, as a ‘deathless Fame’ (Petrarch, 1807, p. 164). 
Yet, fame is also a quality that only death can truly confer; although fame triumphs over 
death, true fame can only properly be achieved through and following death. Fame and death 
continue to be inextricably knotted together, and the Petrarchan conception of deathless fame 
can be seen to live on in contemporary culture, most evidently, perhaps, in the lyrics for Irene 
Cara’s hit 1980 theme song for the Fame film and TV series, which contain the following 
lines: 
[...] 
Fame! 
I'm gonna make it to heaven 
Light up the sky like a flame 
Fame! 
I'm gonna live forever 
Baby, remember my name 
(Remember, remember, remember, remember) 
[...] 
 
Nonetheless, Braudy argues, contemporary celebrity culture has in many respects reversed 
the notion of fame accomplished in and through death: now, he maintains, the immortality of 
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fame is instead ‘sought for almost exclusively while one is still alive’ (Braudy, 2005, p. 80). 
In other words, contemporary celebrity culture is driven by an aspiration in life for the sort of 
fame that was traditionally thought to have been achieved through death. 
 
Given the entangled nature of fame and death, the passing of a famous person necessarily 
brings with it particular, emotionally charged practices of mourning. Just as Petrarch’s 
Triumphs provide a meta-reflection on the nature of fame and death, we see a similarly 
complex, reflexive account of the relationships between fame, death, and mourning in The 
Work of Mourning, Jacques Derrida’s (2001) set of collected memorial essays, eulogies, and 
funeral orations written for and in memory of his philosopher-friends, including Roland 
Barthes, Michel Foucault, Louis Althusser, Paul De Man, Emmanuel Levinas, and others. 
Derrida’s work on mourning is rarely mentioned in the research around celebrity and death, 
but it has much to offer an understanding of the particular uses to which celebrity death is put 
within digital culture, the way that celebrity death invokes and provokes particular mourning 
practices, and the way it generates and operates within a network of mourning. Although 
Derrida does not directly address the question of fame, the people—we might say the 
figures—he is mourning are, in many respects, celebrities who form a network of famous 
theorists (some of whom have also famously theorised on networks). In doing this work of 
mourning, Derrida intimates the possibility of studying networks of mourning, suggesting a 
typology of ritualised and networked mourning practices and a range of sites, genres, and 
platforms through which they are mediated. 
 
The first essay in The Work of Mourning is Derrida’s 1981 essay the ‘The Deaths of Roland 
Barthes’, in which he explores the tensions between fame, death, and mourning. When 
Barthes died in 1980, Derrida was forced to confront a need to write about and memorialise 
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his close friend’s death, something he would find himself doing again on a somewhat regular 
basis over the next couple of decades. In this highly personal yet characteristically dense 
essay, Derrida at once mourns the death of his friend and muses upon the nature of mourning, 
its genres and uses, its relationship to identity and media, and its policing. Barthes and 
Derrida, while not celebrities as such, were (and are) nonetheless famous—like Bowie and 
Prince, their singular proper names signify (as in Foucault’s ‘author function’) a body of 
work, a discourse. The irony of this, of course, is not lost in the title of Derrida’s eulogy: an 
essay on the ‘deaths’ of the famous author who famously wrote ‘The Death of the Author’.  
 
Mourning, as Derrida explains, is at once private and public, personal and social, and is 
always mediated. Derrida points to the critical function of the funeral oration—as a genre of 
mourning—in that it ‘permitted one to call out directly to the dead, sometimes very 
informally’ (p. 51). In speaking to and using Barthes’s proper name, Derrida (2001) writes in 
his essay that ‘it is certainly him [Barthes] whom I name, him beyond his name’ (p. 46). And 
yet, he continues, this direct address to the dead is, ‘of course a supplementary fiction, for it 
is always the dead in me, always the others standing around the coffin whom I call out to’ 
(pp. 51–52). The genre of the funeral oration therefore becomes a kind of platform for a 
networked sociality of mourning. Derrida then asks what has now (in the 1980s) come to 
replace the classical funeral oration. In answering his rhetorical question, Derrida replies, we 
could take our lead from Barthes (one of the earliest theorists of the network) and 
meticulously ‘analyze a genre or discursive code, or the rules of a particular social 
arrangement’, we could ‘study the corpus of declarations in newspapers, on radio and 
television; we could analyze the recurrences, the rhetorical constraints, the political 
perspectives, the exploitations by individuals and groups, the pretexts for taking a stand, for 
threatening, intimidating or reconciling’ (p. 51). Writing well before the current social media 
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moment, Derrida seems to be suggesting a kind of discursive and network approach to 
understanding how death is mediated, how mourning is performed, and the uses to which 
celebrity death is put. Indeed, he even highlights for analysis a kind of call-out or policing 
culture evident in a particular newspaper that ‘upon Sartre's death, dared to put on trial those 
who deliberately, or simply because they were away, had said nothing or had said the wrong 
thing’ (p. 51).  
 
Historically speaking, then, it is the invocation of the name beyond the self that ties fame to 
death, that makes the figure of the famous person something more than human, and hence 
makes their death and the mediated rituals of mourning that follow it available for a wide 
range of social and cultural uses. These cultural processes are further amplified by the 
broadcast media and, later, the socially networked and convergent digital media environment.  
 
Celebrity culture and the media 
Beyond the amplification of fame and mourning, the question of celebrity death in digital 
culture also links to longstanding and unresolved debates in media and cultural studies about 
the politics of commercial popular culture. This debate can crudely be summarised in terms 
of an opposition between two positions: one based on a traditionally Marxist, top-down, 
‘mass culture as dominant ideology’ approach; and the other based on a more sanguine, 
bottom-up, ‘popular culture as everyday political resource’ approach. In the first of these 
polarised (and frequently caricatured) positions, the self is acted upon by popular culture; in 
the other, the self is explored, created, and enacted through it. The more robust alternate 
position—the one we try to adopt here—understands popular culture (including the popular 
cultures of the internet) as a site of encounter and negotiation among competing politics, 
values and ethics, a set of processes in which media consumers and cultural citizens are 
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active participants, albeit under conditions and using resources they do not fully own and 
control.  
 
Central to the cultural studies approach is an understanding of celebrity as discourse, and 
Richard Dyer’s work from the late 1970s and ’80s was foundational here. Dyer approached 
Hollywood film stardom (which is an industry construction) from a semiotic standpoint, 
arguing that, ‘sociologically speaking, stars do not exist outside of [media] texts’ and ‘stars 
are, like all significations, also and always social facts’ (Dyer, 1998, p. 1). Some years later, 
Graeme Turner consolidated this approach in his 2004 book, Understanding Celebrity. In this 
key text on the cultural functions of celebrity, Turner (2004) defines celebrity as both ‘a 
genre of representation and a discursive effect’ and highlights its status as a function of 
capitalism. Celebrity, Turner writes, is ‘a commodity traded by the promotions, publicity, and 
media industries that produce these representations and their effects’ (p. 9). Moreover, Turner 
maintains, the ‘cultural formation’ of the celebrity also has cultural uses and ‘a social 
function we can better understand’ (Turner, 2004, p. 9), and he has more recently advocated 
for more study of both celebrity’s industrial production and its modes of consumption 
(Turner, 2010, p. 19). Approaching celebrity from the audience perspective, Joke Hermes and 
Jaap Kooijman (2015) focus on how the practices of consumption constitute celebrity’s 
meanings and social functions. They move beyond considering celebrities as ‘role models’ to 
understand them as ‘social objects’ (Kietzman et al. 2011) or ‘shared points of reference’ 
(Hermes & Kooijman, 2015, p. 484) whose meanings are created not only by the culture 
industries but also by consumers through everyday social engagement. Therefore, celebrities 
can be understood as cultural resources used by consumers to explore questions of identity, 
morality, and ways of being in the world.  
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In the more specific context of internet and digital media studies, much of the attention has 
been focused on the dynamics of ‘microcelebrity’ associated with internet fame (Senft, 2008; 
Marwick & boyd, 2010); or, as Alice Marwick (2015), borrowing from internet vernacular 
culture, puts it, ‘instafame’. As participation on Instagram and other visual social media 
platforms has become widespread, the logics of micro-celebrity (like attention, self-branding, 
and audience engagement) have become ordinary—that is, micro-celebrity is a mundane 
dynamic of everyday life lived in the context of the social media ecology. It is there in 
YouTube’s early (now defunct) interpellation to users to ‘Broadcast Yourself’, and it is there 
in the labelling of our Twitter and Instagram social networks as ‘followers’, and it is there in 
our self-deprecating and ironic remarks about having a personal ‘brand’. The lives and 
careers of mainstream celebrities are also being transformed by networked social media, 
including especially more direct access to and relationships with fans requiring additional 
affective and, as Nancy Baym (2015) argues, relational labor. Audiences and consumers have 
access to knowledge about celebrities’ everyday lives of a more intimate kind than that 
associated with the gossip columns and paparazzi photos of tabloid culture (Lumby, 1999), 
especially when many celebrities are such active participants in social media spaces 
themselves (Marwick, 2015). The combination of a profound turn to transparency via ‘always 
on’ social media with the generalised dynamics of microcelebrity has therefore brought the 
lives of traditional media celebrities into ever more intimate relations with our own.  
 
In terms of celebrity culture, then, the ‘networked self’ concept around which the present 
volume is organised applies to: first, the digital mediation, visibility and social convergence 
of celebrity lives; second, the celebritisation of ordinary people’s digital media participation; 
and third, the ordinary uses of celebrities (as ‘social objects’) within our own everyday lives. 
Additionally, acute events like celebrity deaths work in specific ways on and through the 
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distinctive characteristics of the convergent social media environment: they form the basis of 
what we call social media rituals.  
 
Celebrity deaths as social media rituals 
In contemporary culture, the celebrity death is a specific kind of media event, one that is 
transformed in particular ways by digital media’s networked and convergent logics. 
Following Dayan and Katz’s (1994) famous definition we understand media events 
historically as broadcasting’s ‘high holidays’: they are special, planned, ceremonial events, 
unique to television, that monopolise the public’s attention through live, synchronous 
viewing, and that work hegemonically in service of dominant ideologies by reinforcing the 
legitimacy of the monarchy or the nation-state, for example. Paradigmatic examples from the 
post-war period would include Queen Elizabeth II’s coronation, Prince Charles and Princess 
Diana’s wedding, and U.S. President John F. Kennedy’s funeral. Given the proliferation of 
media channels and the fragmentation of audiences since the mid-twentieth century, there has 
been a growing sense that there are fewer such shared events, and that in thinking about what 
count as media events, and what social functions they have, we might need to consider the 
changing temporalities and geographies of the post-broadcast media environment. In 
particular, it has become clear that unplanned and adverse events (like natural disasters, 
protests or terrorist attacks) are now more likely to bring people together into temporary 
public spheres than planned, celebratory ones; and hence media events may serve as a stage 
for conflict as much as as a means of the hegemonic reinforcement of unity (as in, for 
example, the OJ Simpson trial in the age of cable news—see Fiske, 1996). In digital culture, 
fragmented and diverse publics emerge and activate around highly mediated ‘acute events’ 
(Burgess & Crawford, 2011) of shared concern. 
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In this chapter, we treat celebrity deaths as unplanned, acute media events. But the concept of 
the media ritual helps to further enrich our understanding of social media’s role in the 
cultural practices surrounding celebrity death. By media ritual, we mean the generic 
conventions and media practices (including audience practices of consumption, sharing and 
sense-making) that accompany media events of particular types; including both celebrations 
and crises, both planned and unplanned. Hence, embedded and repeated ways of responding 
to unscheduled acute events such as natural disasters and mass shootings via both broadcast 
and networked digital media could be understood as media rituals as well. In a sociological 
and anthropological sense, of course, media and communication rituals have important social 
functions, whether to reproduce and reinscribe the existing social order—including, 
importantly, the legitimacy of media institutions themselves (Couldry, 2003). Media rituals 
also work to form and perform a sense of ‘imagined community’ (Anderson, 1983), which is 
especially important for large, geographically dispersed populations. But the most important 
function of communication rituals, as in James Carey’s famous (1975) model, is that they 
allow us space to engage in repeated and iterative negotiation and struggle over how society 
should be constituted and how we want to live in it.  
 
The celebrity death is a specific kind of media event, which—due in part to the regularity of 
its reoccurrence and the cultures of celebrity that it punctuates—also operates as a media 
ritual. Indeed, a special issue of Celebrity Studies was devoted to exploring the death of 
Michael Jackson as a media event, working, reworking and remediating the classic theoretical 
model of the media event proposed by Dayan and Katz (Bennett, 2010), and explicitly 
exploring the rituals of mourning and memorialisation associated with it. At the time, social 
media was an emergent media channel for such events, and scholars were at the very 
beginning of understanding its role in the media rituals of mourning (Garde-Hansen, 2010). 
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Since then, as this chapter shows, social media platforms and practices have become integral 
to public communication and affect around acute events of all kinds—from natural disasters 
to terrorist attacks and royal weddings, so that it is now possible to describe some of the 
distinctive characteristics of the social media rituals that emerge around acute events.  
 
These would include, first, platform-specific social media conventions and patterned 
responses to acute events (both planned and unplanned; both adverse and benign), including 
the use of event-specific hashtags (Bruns & Burgess, 2015), conventions for information 
exchange, and visual memes. The affective modalities of social media events are multiple and 
varied according to the kind of acute media event that they are activated by: the live-tweeting 
around the broadcast of a royal wedding or an election night might combine snark with joyful 
celebration; a natural disaster or terrorist attack might combine the affective performance of 
shock, empathy and concern with problem-solving, rumour correction and information 
sharing. Second, social media rituals are characterised by the convergence of private and 
personal audience practices with public discourse, in networked publics. A good example of 
this is the annual planned social media ritual around the Eurovision Song Contest, which, as 
Tim Highfield (2015) has shown, is both a ‘social TV’ event involving live Twitter activity 
responding to a television broadcast, and characterised by specific conventions of snark and 
celebration, and an occasion for lounge-room Eurovision parties with complex food rituals 
and drinking games that are often documented through visual social media such as Instagram 
as well as Twitter. In the following section, we show how celebrity deaths are enacted as 
social media rituals, using the case of David Bowie’s death on 10 January 2016. 
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The social media rituals surrounding the death of Bowie 
Bowie’s death is a paradigmatic example of the celebrity death as an acute event: one that 
formed the basis of a social media ritual, and that set the scene for the seemingly relentless 
series of celebrity deaths that followed throughout 2016. Bowie’s death spurred a vast 
outpouring of public grief and mourning, and further inscribed both the system of celebrity 
and Bowie’s place within it. In this one event, we see a broad range of mourning and public 
memory practices, both off- and online, including public gatherings and the formation of 
tribute sites in London and New York, the broadcasting of radio and television tribute shows 
internationally, as well as millions of social media posts in the wake of his death—some 
months later there is even a special issue of the media and cultural studies journal Continuum 
devoted to Bowie (Cinque and Redmond 2017). According to Twitter UK (2016), over 4 
million Bowie-related tweets were sent in the 24-hour period following news of his death 
becoming public, with the stream of tributes peaking at 20 thousand tweets per minute just 
after 7 am GMT. Media commentary remarked on the avalanche of Bowie tributes on social 
media, particularly those being shared via Twitter. Bowie’s death was particularly notable for 
our purposes here, because it opened up a renewed and reflexive dialogue about the public 
mediation of celebrity death and the role of social media in spreading and amplifying 
affective responses to it—from mourning to memorialisation. 
 
Within two days of Bowie’s death, journalists such as Caroline Framke (2016) were 
attempting to explain why we use social media to ‘grieve artists we’ve never met.’ Framke 
argues for the social and affective value of mass, socially mediated mourning, maintaining 
that ‘every single response to a public figure’s death is an individual one’. On the other side 
of the debate, however, were a number of commentators who questioned the authenticity of 
this public display of grief. In an article for Spiked, for instance, Brendan O’Neill (2016) 
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contrasted the ‘hacks’ and ‘fans’ who felt the need to express publicly and on social media 
their ‘shallow’ sadness with the ‘deep and raw and real’ grief of Bowie’s family, which was, 
in his view, signalled by their relative distance from social media, their need to grieve in 
private. ‘Bowie’s son, Duncan Jones, left Twitter immediately after announcing his father’s 
death’, O’Neill wrote. ‘Iman is nowhere to be seen’. In many respects, this debate over 
authenticity merely replays earlier ones about the role of the media in the spread of public 
performances of mourning in response to celebrity death. In Understanding Celebrity, 
Graeme Turner (2004) explores this debate in the context of the 1997 death of Diana, 
Princess of Wales, noting that media and cultural studies were at the time ill-equipped to 
respond to the thorny questions raised by the ‘debates about the authenticity versus the 
mediated character of the event’ that the public response to Diana’s death provoked (98).  
 
Taking a more considered approach to the mediatised event of public mourning that was 
Bowie’s death, Megan Garber’s (2016) piece in The Atlantic explores the ways in which, in 
the social media age, ‘[m]ourning has become, as it were, #content’. The sharing of emotion 
that occurred, particularly around the #RIPDavidBowie hashtag, was evidence, Garber writes, 
of people ‘forming a community of grief. #RIPDavidBowie was a hashtag, yes; it was also a 
funeral’. And this, she adds, is less a novel development than a return to earlier forms of 
mourning in Western society: ‘the Internet is, in some sense, returning us to the days before 
war transformed grief into a largely solitary affair. Public mourning—via Twitter, via 
Facebook, via Tumblr—has become its own kind of ritual’. Candi K. Cann (2014) has 
recently made a similar point, arguing that ‘[p]ublic and communal grief is returning to 
[Western] society through social media, as new communities formed in virtual spaces bond 
together over death events, and reveal a communal identity shaped over grief’ (p. 83). Cann 
also notes that the ‘public and searchable’ nature of much social media data increasingly 
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allow for researchers to ‘track trends in mourning at a broader scale, and to examine the role 
of bereavement in everyday life, and across social strata’ (p. 83). In an essay on the public 
mourning of Whitney Houston on Twitter, Taylor Cole Miller similarly argues that social 
media users make use of platforms such as Twitter ‘to fashion collective mourning spaces, 
mediating their grief and thus lightening its burdens through shared, semi-permanent virtual 
tributes that often take on formulaic and conforming dimensions’ (p. 89). Finally, Gillian 
Terzis (2015) has suggested that the public performance of grief via social media not only 
marks a resurgence of communal grieving, but also highlights the complex relationship 
between performativity and authenticity, particularly in regard to the ways in which grief (or 
the performance of grief) spreads through a network as a kind of ‘emotional contagion’ (p. 
15). ‘Whenever a celebrity dies’, Terzis writes, ‘my Facebook and Twitter feeds are flush 
with in memoriams and wistful recollections. These deaths are hashtag-ready, so grief 
becomes a meme in a literal sense’ (pp. 15, 16).  
 
Bowie’s death also offered the potential to visualise and analyse this networked spread of 
affect and the forms it takes. The Italian digital arts studio fuse* AMYGDALA project 
offered a near-real-time “generative emotional” visualisation of the #RIPDavidBowie hashtag 
as it unfolded (Brownlee 2016). Using sentiment analysis, it analysed hashtagged tweets for 
emotional content and then translated them into an audiovisual installation depicting a kind of 
‘collective emotional state’. Rather than applying sentiment analysis to social media around 
Bowie’s death, our analysis of Twitter data focused on what people shared—e.g., names, 
images, lyrics, videos, etc. Over a period of 15 days following the confirmation of Bowie’s 
death, we collected 6.3 million tweets containing the keyword ‘Bowie’. Our dataset is both 
defined and constrained by the sharing of Bowie’s proper name. Although it accounts for a 
much larger and more comprehensive set of posts than a hashtag-based collection (81% of 
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tweets in our dataset did not contain a hashtag), it cannot account for or reflect the kind of 
high-context mourning practice in which grief, death, or shock is invoked but Bowie himself 
is not named (discussed in more depth below in the conclusion). Moreover, because Bowie-
related tweets accounted for more than 1% of total Twitter traffic as news of his death broke, 
our collection was rate-limited in its early stages and so there are inevitable gaps in our data 
collection. 
 
Nonetheless, there are interesting themes and patterns in the data. First, there was, perhaps 
unsurprisingly, very little conversation (measured by mutual @replies), sustained or 
otherwise. Rather, the majority of tweets within the dataset appeared to function as individual 
tributes—in the dictionary definition, things, such as homages, gifts, or taxes, that are given 
or paid, often by obligation. While these tributes might individually have been affirmed and 
reaffirmed through likes and retweets, they acted as a kind of a calling out or a calling forth 
that does not necessarily request or require a direct response, but that might, at the same time, 
provoke a similar individual expression of grief. Within these tributes, certain sharing 
practices also come to the fore, most notably the sharing of media artifacts, which is 
registered by the dominance of URL sharing within the dataset. Where only 19% of the 
dataset contained one or more hashtags, 63% of tweets overall and 65% of original tweets 
contained a URL. Higher rates of URL-sharing are, according to Bruns et al. (2016), 
indicative of an ‘acute’ event (Burgess & Crawford, 2011), such as natural disasters or 
political crises, distinguishing them from ‘media events’, such as major sports broadcasts, 
which tend to show lower rates of what they term ‘URL tweets’. Hashtags related to acute 
events commonly contain 40–75% URL tweets, compared with 0–25% URL tweets for 
media events (Bruns et al., 2016, p. 23), suggesting the Bowie dataset is in the upper ranges 
of URL-sharing for acute events. And yet the death of a celebrity is quite unlike those natural 
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disasters, hostage crises, or political controversies more frequently analysed as acute events, 
and within which URL-sharing is considered to emphasise Twitter’s status as a platform for 
breaking news stories and live coverage (Bruns et al., 2016, p. 27). Certainly news items 
feature strongly in the URLs shared by Twitter users in the wake of Bowie’s death, but—
again unsurprisingly—URL sharing in the Bowie dataset is dominated by more media-
focused and less news-focused URLs.  
 
Three frequently interconnected sharing practices stand out in our analysis of the most shared 
URLs in the Bowie dataset: the sharing of links to Bowie’s music videos or live 
performances on YouTube; the sharing of song lyrics; and the sharing of iconic images of 
Bowie. The sheer volume and significance of video sharing on Twitter around Bowie’s death 
is indicated in our dataset by the prominence of the @YouTube account, which, with over 
35,000 @mentions, was the most mentioned account in the dataset (after excluding mentions 
of Bowie’s official Twitter account). This prevalence of YouTube @mentions is a functional 
side-effect of the sharing process, in that sharing a YouTube link to Twitter via the YouTube 
platform automatically adds ‘via @YouTube’ to the tweet. Although this mentioning of 
@YouTube doesn’t nearly account for all of the video sharing within the dataset, it does 
suggest how dominant it was within media sharing practices around Bowie’s death. The 
sharing of Bowie song lyrics was also notable within the dataset, with the phrase ‘stars look 
very different today’ being tweeted over 11,000 times, and ‘we can be heroes’ and ‘Ground 
Control to Major Tom’ each being tweeted around 9000 times.  
 
The most shared URL within the dataset was an Instagram post by One Direction’s Harry 
Styles, featuring an iconic black-and-white photographic portrait of a middle-aged Bowie 
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accompanied by the words ‘RIP. David Bowie. An icon’.1 With approximately 75,000 
retweets, Styles’s Instagram repost was also the third most retweeted tweet within the dataset, 
with the top two places taken by tweets made by his One Direction bandmates, Louis 
Tomlinson and Niall Horan. This, of course, speaks primarily to the function of celebrity (and 
large follower counts) within Twitter, but Styles’s choice of image and text is worthy of 
consideration. That is, Styles chooses an iconic image of Bowie—not just in the sense that it 
encapsulates ‘Bowie-ness’, but also in that it literally resembles an icon in the classical or 
religious sense of a portrait or a memorial statue dedicated to a divinity—and draws attention 
to its iconicity by referring to Bowie as an icon.  
 
In another of his memorial essays in The Work of Mourning, this time for philosopher Louis 
Marin, Derrida draws attention to the ways in which death inheres in the portrait, just as it 
does in the proper name. Marin’s work—which focused on signs of authority, particularly in 
the form of the royal portrait—shows us, according to Derrida (2001), the portrait’s ‘infinite 
attraction’: ‘that it subtracts or withdraws: it withdraws or takes back all the power that it 
confers, because it requires already in advance the death of the subject, the death of the king 
as subject and of the subject of the subject in question, that is, of everything related to its 
reference’ (p. 162). The portrait is, in many respects a memento mori, a remembrance and 
constant reminder of death in life and life in death. This is rendered even more strongly in 
one of the most visibly shared media artefacts across social media at the time of Bowie’s 
death: illustrator Helen Green’s GIF2 of the changing faces of David Bowie. It is virtually 
impossible to find out exactly how many times this particular GIF was shared on Twitter 
because of the way that the media is embedded within a Twitter URL, and because all but a 
                                                 
1 The image can be viewed at Harry Styles’ Instagram, where it had 1.2m likes as at 
August 2017: https://www.instagram.com/p/BAZUPrKjCeJ/?hl=en  
2 http://helengreenillustration.com/Time-May-Change-Me 
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few of the times this GIF was shared, the URL did not point back to its originally shared 
location (Green’s tumblr page). However, the ‘viral’ sharing of Green’s GIF was widely 
reported in the days following Bowie’s death (see for example McCluskey, 2016; Melville-
Smith, 2016). Green made and posted the GIF not as a response to Bowie’s death, but as a 
‘birthday present’ to him the previous January. Although the GIF received some media and 
sharing at the time, it paled in comparison to how it was shared upon his death almost exactly 
a year later. Green herself did not reshare the GIF following Bowie’s death; rather, other 
users—both on Facebook and Twitter—refound and reshared the image, and almost 
immediately following the announcement of Bowie’s death. Green’s GIF is effectively a 
spinning series of icons showing the many faces, and ‘lives’ of Bowie, including personae 
such as Aladdin Sane, Labyrinth’s Jareth the Goblin King, Ziggy Stardust, and the Thin 
White Duke. Bowie’s face and hairstyles morph before us as his profile and gaze turns across 
the screen, reminding us that David Bowie’s (or David Jones’s) life was, in fact, a series of 
lives and deaths played out in front of and for us.  
 
Conclusion: the uses of celebrity death in digital culture 
In this chapter, we have shown that the celebrity death is a major cultural event that has 
especially acute and amplified dynamics in the context of digital and social media, where it 
operates as a social media ritual. Social media rituals are particular to social media because of 
their logics of convergence (Burgess, 2017), bringing together personal sense-making, 
collective mourning, and public discourses of news and memorialisation. Thus, the celebrity 
death highlights the ways intimate and affective ad hoc publics emerge around acute events 
of shared concern (Bruns & Burgess, 2015; Papacharissi, 2015) as well as intensifying the 
cultural proximity between ordinary people’s lives and both the figures and dynamics of 
celebrity. The hyper-reflexive qualities of the contemporary digital media environment mean 
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that these events also attract particularly acute critique, passionate debate—and even deep 
reflection—on celebrity culture and the dynamics of social media.  
 
The social media environment invites collective and distributed practices of nostalgia, 
reconnection, and shared cultural consumption—after all, like television, popular culture 
loves to memorialise itself; and the memorialisation of popular culture is, for fans and 
audiences, a ‘history of me’ as much as it is a history of the cultural phenomenon in question 
(Hartley, Burgess & Green, 2007). Some such rituals are quite reactive, whereas others are 
more performative. For example, according to Quartz ‘more than five times as many streams 
of David Bowie music were played between the hours of 7am and 4pm GMT [on the day of 
Bowie’s death] than during the 48 hours that preceded them’ as users instinctively reached 
for the back catalogue to process, mourn and make sense of Bowie’s life and death. There is 
something very particular to the rituals surrounding the deaths of pop music artists, especially 
those with careers spanning several decades like Leonard Cohen, Prince, George Michael and 
Bowie: their back catalogues offer us multiple entry points to public memory, each song a 
potential portal to intimate moments of our own life stories, as Sean Redmond portrays so 
movingly in his piece reflecting as a scholar-fan on a life lived through Bowie (Redmond, 
2017). On the other hand, the death of Florence Henderson, who was known almost 
exclusively for her role in The Brady Bunch, produced a pang of collective nostalgia for a 
very specific post-war period in popular culture; while Carrie Fisher’s life was celebrated as 
much for her struggles against the consequences of a life lived in the spotlight as it was for 
her early role as Princess Leia in Star Wars. Given that social media is fundamentally defined 
by a convergence between personal and everyday communication with public and 
deliberative discourse (Burgess, 2017), it lends itself perfectly to the ritualistic, repeated and 
collective contribution of personal memory, ephemera, and moral reflection on the passing of 
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celebrities. These practices of networked individual memorialisation at the nexus of everyday 
life and public culture are an important part of the social media rituals around celebrity death. 
 
In death, the celestial fame of a Bowie, a Prince, or a Cohen makes possible something quite 
rare and special in an era of audience fragmentation: a deeply felt and shared cultural 
experience. Very few acute events—including natural or man-made disasters and terrorist 
attacks—create the sense of a shared public sphere the way that deaths of the very famous 
did; this is true within subcultural ‘filter bubbles’ (as with Alan Rickman or Carrie Fisher 
fans) as well as beyond the boundaries of generations and nation states (as with Bowie, 
whose fame is regionally differentiated but geographically widespread). The strongest 
indicator of an acute event of shared concern is that no explicit referents are required to refer 
to it, as in the case of Bowie’s death, where it was possible to share deep feelings and 
reflections without the use of event-specific keywords or hashtags—and even without 
invoking the name ‘Bowie’. For example, in the 24 hours following Bowie’s death, Twitter 
user @DrMatthewSweet was able to assume the audience’s knowledge and shared interest 
not only in the event itself, but in the contents and meaningfulness of Bowie’s final album 
Blackstar, tweeting:  
Good lord. He was saying goodbye and we never knew it. (@DrMatthewSweet 
https://twitter.com/DrMatthewSweet/status/686444294534750208 )  
 
This sense of a shared event and the intensity of social media activity around it inevitably 
produces a backlash. With each of 2016’s celebrity deaths, and as they seemed to accumulate, 
we saw ‘grief policing’ (Garber, 2016) and, relatedly, the policing of boundaries between 
cultural ‘insiders’ and hangers on; as well as performance, maintenance and policing of 
cultural capital; and critiques of celebrity culture itself. Sometimes, there were also debates 
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around whether the person was morally worthy of being publicly mourned. As Carolyn Kitch 
(2000) writes, ‘If celebrity is a cultural space in which Americans negotiate their values and 
identities, then a celebrity’s death is a moment for public discussion of these qualities.’ (p. 
173). We saw discussion and debates about adjunctive societal and cultural issues sparked by 
the person’s life or the manner of their death—LGBTQ rights, suicide, drug abuse, and the 
toll taken on individual lives (including the lives of families and groupies as well as those of 
the stars themselves) by the parasitic music business or movie industry. 
 
But despite the inevitable and systemic noise around the edges of these shared events, there is 
no doubt that the more widely significant celebrity deaths work to clear a temporary space at 
the nexus of social media’s intersecting and often antagonistic publics. They produce a de-
militarized zone that can be used for sincere mourning, for real feeling, and for shared 
memory, producing ‘extraordinary moments of social and cultural cohesion, in effect, 
incidents of social solidarity, but relating to social and individual reactions to the deaths of 
celebrity figures, which have been extensively mediated’ (Barron, 2014, p. 42). The social 
media rituals around the deaths of those rare celebrities who work discursively as heavenly 
stars (Bowie) or great artists (Leonard Cohen) or subcultural icons (George Michael, Carrie 
Fisher) stitch together temporary cultural public spheres, populated by ad hoc affective and 
intimate publics, where art, identity, and fashion and the multitudinous, messy histories of 
‘us’ come first—even if it’s just for one day. 
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